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1  James Van Der Zee, Marcus 
Garvey in a UNIA Parade, 
1924. Gelatin silver print, 




James Van Der Zee’s Photographic 
Vision in Newsprint 
Photographer James Van Der Zee’s inclusion 
in the American artistic canon is cemented 
by his remarkably prideful depictions of 
early twentieth-century Black subjects. Men 
and women of the “New Negro” population 
turned to Van Der Zee for highly composed 
individual and group portraits, meticulously 
shot in his street-level photography studio. 
In the summer of 1924, as a departure from 
his focus on studio portraits, Van Der Zee 
became the official photographer for the 
Pan-Africanist leader Marcus Garvey and 
his organization, the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA).1 Some 
of the best-known of the many resulting 
images were printed from a series of negatives 
showing Garvey seated in an open car during 
a parade in Harlem (fig. 1). 
In one iteration of Marcus Garvey in a 
UNIA Parade, the leader sits among his 
entourage. The driver looks to his left. One 
man is seated next to Garvey, while another, 
sporting a striped necktie, stands against the 
car, his hand grazing the fender. The inferred 
busyness of the parade behind them offsets 
the regal comportment of Garvey, who wears 
an extravagant plumed hat and military garb. 
His officers are outfitted in suits, academic 
regalia, and military uniforms. The range of 
individuals, the direct and central view of 
Garvey, and the urban background make this 
a particularly compelling photograph among 
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the many Van Der Zee took as part of his commission. The image was included in one of 
the three series of Van Der Zee’s photographs of the 1924 UNIA convention featured in 
the Negro World newspaper, published on three Saturdays in 1924: August 9, August 16, 
and August 30. Readers would have seen Marcus Garvey in a UNIA Parade in newsprint, 
a material format rare in scholarship on Van Der Zee.
Scholars have separated Marcus Garvey in a UNIA Parade and closely related prints 
from Van Der Zee’s larger oeuvre to illustrate aspects of the photographer’s link to the 
African diaspora during the 1920s. The photo historian Deborah Willis features the 
photograph as a way to describe the UNIA and its international and domestic reach. 
The cultural studies scholar Paul Gilroy includes the image in a discussion of the early 
twentieth-century transnational nature of Harlem. In addition, the African American 
studies scholar Leigh Raiford turns to the image as a touchstone for her argument on 
what she terms the “photographic practice of diaspora.”2 
Scholars also tend to give precedence to the historical relevance of who is depicted 
and how they are represented, with limited consideration as to what happened to this 
photograph, its larger set, and the visually specific ways it reached audiences of the day. 
Portraiture, in the studio sense, has been the most common entry to Van Der Zee’s pho-
tographs and their relevance. Against this framing, I argue that the medium in which the 
UNIA photographs appear, and their arrangement and reproduction, animate a different 
kind of photographic vision: Van Der Zee’s images and their global circulation expand the 
possibilities of the role of photography during the New Negro era. 
In his classic 1925 essay “Enter the New Negro,” the philosopher Alain Locke dis-
cusses this new category in terms of a group psychology dominated by self-respect and 
self-reliance under the auspices of racial pride and advancement. During this time, the 
New Negro ideals of Black cultural uplift were articulated through the visual and literary 
arts, an engagement with modernity, and a desire to depart from the limiting ways 
Blacks were presented in American art and the broader popular culture.3 This new way of 
being took form through artistic achievement, prideful and respectful representations of 
well-dressed individuals, and cultural contributions by business owners and community 
leaders. Most important, as the art historian Richard Powell states, Locke and others 
consistently revisited this discourse, and additional scholars have revised and expanded it 
since.4 This most recent contribution pushes Van Der Zee’s reproduced photographs to 
the forefront of discussion about the New Negro era.
Details of the Commission
By 1919, three years after his arrival in Harlem, Garvey was recognized by followers all 
over the globe. Through his organization, he aimed to embody the aspirations of millions 
of individuals of African descent to acquire self-determination, justice, and freedom from 
institutional and colonial racism. By the mid-1920s, seven hundred UNIA branches 
operated in the United States alone, many of which were heavily concentrated in the 
South. Internationally, active chapters existed in every corner of the diaspora, including 
the Spanish- and French-speaking Caribbean, South and Central America—and Africa 
itself.5 Many of Garvey’s goals were dispersed through the Negro World ’s coverage of 
UNIA annual conventions, which began in 1920. In a June 14, 1924, Negro World adver-
tisement, the convention’s purpose and agenda came into view. The event was billed as 
the occasion for the “formation of Negro Political Union to Protect Rights of Race.”6 The 
topics for discussion were divided into eleven categories, including industrial, commercial, 
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social, religious, and political 
concerns. Despite high aspira-
tions, the UNIA and Garvey’s 
ability to successfully lead fol-
lowers shifted over a short period 
of time. 
The year between the second 
annual convention, in August 
1921, and the third, in August 
1922, marks the UNIA’s decline 
in terms of its political influ-
ence and economic stability. 
Subsequently, a “Garvey Must 
Go” campaign, which endeavored 
to deride the leader as a bombastic 
fraud, gained the support of 
many of his opponents within the 
UNIA. By the 1924 convention, 
a number of the organization’s 
top leaders had left after major 
conflicts, with one extreme case 
leading to manslaughter. All the 
while, even before three years of 
downturn, the U.S. Government, 
which considered Garvey a 
major threat, was building a case 
against him.7
In the spring of 1924, Garvey 
requested that Van Der Zee 
serve as his official photographer. 
Van Der Zee captured Garvey 
and his full participation in 
Harlem during the August 1924 
convention. Because the govern-
ment would eventually indict, 
convict, and deport Garvey on 
mail fraud, 1924 was Garvey’s last year as a free man in the United States.8 This was 
also a time of continuing and consistent unrest related to Garvey’s conviction. Against 
this backdrop, the August convention was extremely significant—a swan song, of sorts. 
According to Garvey historian Robert Hill, the 1924 convention was “the largest and 
the best-documented of Garvey’s meetings, to which James Van Der Zee’s famous 
photographs give eloquent visual testimony.”9 This was an exceptional commission for 
Van Der Zee, and the only known instance in which he signed a contract to extensively 
capture one individual and his organization. Through Van Der Zee’s photographic vision, 
the UNIA regained the appearance of unity and progress under Garvey’s leadership. 
 The exact terms of Van Der Zee’s agreement are not known, but he seems to have 
concentrated on the parade and the convention proceedings in Liberty Hall. He also 
produced studio portraits of Garveyite families (fig. 2). The 1924 convention schedule 
featured speakers from all over the world and a variety of events, including parades, plays, 
2 James Van Der Zee, A Member 
of Garvey’s African Legion with 
His Family, 1924. Gelatin silver 
print, 9 ½ × 7 ¾ in. Museum 
of Contemporary Photography, 
Chicago, Columbia College 
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and evening balls. As the finale to every UNIA convention, a parade processed down 
Seventh Avenue, not far from Van Der Zee’s studio at Lenox Avenue and 135th 
Street. In addition to the images in the Negro World, Van Der Zee reproduced and 
distributed photographs as multiples in scene postcards, individual portrait photo-
graphs, and even a calendar.10 
After the convention, he was bombarded with inquiries and orders from UNIA 
members around the world.11 Most likely in response to this business opportunity, 
Van Der Zee produced a photo postcard of the UNIA’s Black Star Line SS Yarmouth 
from a photograph he took years earlier (fig. 3). Probably in anticipation of his own 
increasing acclaim, Prince Kojo Tovalou-Houénou of Benin, a featured speaker at the 
1924 convention, requested fifteen hundred copies of his portrait by Van Der Zee. 
In one, the studio props of a telephone, stack of books, and simple backdrop frame 
the seated prince, while another is a close-up of his face and torso.12 These examples 
illustrate an economy of circulating images depending directly upon Van Der Zee 
and his photography studio’s output. Yet unlike the Yarmouth photo postcard and 
the Prince Tovalou-Houénou portraits, Van Der Zee’s multiple photographs in 
the Negro World were available to anyone, anywhere in the world, who read that 
newspaper.
The Power of the Newspaper
Described by the scholar Edwin Mims as the “greatest single power in the Negro 
race,” the Black press had a distribution and readership that reached unprecedented 
levels between World War I and the height of the Great Depression.13 The Negro 
World (1917–33) vied for readers, and images played a central role in its appeal. 
A holiday subscription circular (fig. 4) for The Crisis, the journal published by the 
3 James Van Der Zee, Yarmouth 
Ship, ca. 1921. Photo postcard, 
3 ½ × 5 ½ in. Private collection of 
Donna Van Der Zee
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National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) and edited by 
W. E. B. Du Bois, pairs Winold Reiss’s festive and Afro-influenced illustrations, and 
promises “a banner year”: 
There will be beautiful covers and our usual selection of exclusive pictures from all over 
the world, together with a new arrangement of typography. . . . We shall especially stress 
and explain the problems of the colored world. . . . We are in direct and continual com-
munication with all parts of Africa, with Europe, all Asia, the West Indies and South 
America.14 
As this circular suggests, images were a key selling point to early twentieth-century 
audiences, and The Crisis’s pride in its international circulation resonated with those 
within the Negro World ’s international reach and intended scope. 
Van Der Zee’s images of Garvey in the Negro World achieved a particularly high 
level of visibility. Although its efforts to impact Black audiences aligned with those 
of The Crisis, the journal Opportunity published by the National Urban League, the 
Chicago Defender, the Harlem-based Amsterdam News, and the news and opinion 
journal of the New York Age, the Negro World, in comparison, reached a distinctly 
larger international audience. During the early 1920s, it became the first Black paper 
with a circulation of more than two hundred thousand at home and abroad, which 
established its prevailing role.15 For a Black organization to achieve such exposure 
reflects the success of the UNIA’s networks of distribution and its solid link to broader 
African diasporic audiences. Thus, a large number of readers outside the United States 
would have had access to Van Der Zee’s photographs during the 1924 convention. 
Why are Van Der Zee’s reproduced photographs distinct to the Negro World issues in 
1924? How might thinking about the narrative created through these images and their 
inclusion in newsprint lead viewers to better understand how Van Der Zee’s photo-
graphs functioned within the New Negro era?
4 Facsimile of The Crisis Christmas 
Card, 1926. Paper, 4 x 6 in. Carl 
Van Vechten Papers, Manuscripts 
and Archives Division, The New 
York Public Library; Astor, Lenox, 
and Tilden Foundations
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Harlem as Archetype
Garvey’s Pan-African world during 1924 was very much grounded in Van Der Zee’s 
Harlem. In an era that is often remembered through Du Bois’s concept of a Talented 
Tenth and Locke’s particular New Negro rhetoric, Garvey offered an alternative 
philosophy that spoke to the people of Harlem and, by extension, the larger African 
diaspora. By this time, Harlem’s dominant population comprised descendants of 
enslaved Americans from the rural South, recent immigrants from the Caribbean 
islands and Africa, and people coming from around the country and the world to visit 
and experience the acclaimed Black mecca. To walk down the streets of Harlem was to 
walk through a place where UNIA’s imprint, whether recognized or undetected, was 
strong. On the street corner, orators added to the defining bustle of urban life, while 
places run by the UNIA, including two grocery stores, a millinery shop, a bakery, and 
the organization’s headquarters, ensured that the visual and material manifestations of 
Garvey’s vision and his paradigmatic presence were widespread.  
Under Garvey’s direction, the Negro World identified Harlem as an archetype of 
a successful location of Black advancement. A one-page, illustrated advertisement in 
its Saturday, July 8, 1922, edition is telling. Readers are given a descriptive tour of 
select UNIA businesses in Harlem, all “recent ventures” established that year. The 
reporters exult that “we visited Grocery Store No. 1, 47 West 135th street, and found 
Mr. E. T. Wright, the manager, and his assistant, Miss Mary Crawford, serving 
a stream of morning customers.” The article continues to highlight places such as 
UNIA’s Universal Grocery and Market, and the Universal Restaurant, included among 
Harlem’s businesses.16 
Image and text are paired to build a powerful narrative about the Bee Hive Printing 
Plant, which produced the Negro World and other UNIA materials. The article is 
accompanied by a portrait of Lyllian M. Galloway, the plant manager, along with 
five illustrations of printing presses arranged on the page. The depictions of machines 
can be likened to character studies. Presented in profile or three-quarter view, these 
“portraits” capture knobs, extensions, wheels, and towering platens. Said to produce 
“the bulk of colored Harlem’s job printing and magazine making,” the two-floor plant 
represented here exposed readers of the diaspora to these important machines that 
labored in ways analogous to the busy worker “bees” populating the Harlem UNIA 
establishments.17 This was just the kind of exemplar microcosm Garvey wanted to see 
multiplied throughout the Black world. Through local entities like the Bee Hive Press, 
Garvey advocated for the self-empowerment and self-sufficiency of the Black race 
within Harlem and beyond. 
As the scholars Brent Hayes Edwards, Theresa Leininger-Miller, Krista Thompson, 
and others have shown, the New Negro movement was grounded within a domestic 
sphere as much as it unfolded within a global platform. Edwards’s reflections on Locke 
draws out this point, even though much of the historiography on the New Negro 
emphasizes U.S.-bound themes. He writes, “The cosmopolite Howard University phi-
losophy professor Alain Locke claimed in the introduction to his 1925 anthology The 
New Negro that his title was partly an allusion to the Negro’s ‘new internationalism,’ 
which represented one of the few ‘constructive channels’ for Black cultural institution 
building beyond the ‘cramped horizons’ of postwar U.S. racism and segregation.”18 
Harlem, in many ways, served as the nucleus of this outward-facing New Negro 
discourse.
This compelling notion filled Black print media of the day. Locke made this clear by 
praising newspapers as a constructive channel through which a new way of thinking 
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can take shape and enlarge its reach. According to Locke, the pulse of this advance-
ment had begun to beat in Harlem in the form of a new internationalism that aimed 
to recapture contact with people of African descent. This aspiration, according to 
Locke, may lead to the greatest rehabilitation of the New Negro.19 However, as Hubert 
Harrison, the writer, activist, and editor of the Negro World, explained, the goals of 
the New Negro went beyond recapturing contact with the larger African diaspora. In 
his 1920 article “The New International,” he wrote that any attempts to solve Western 
world problems must be integrated or “linked up” with robust efforts being made 
elsewhere. Creating a substantial linkage and reaching toward a unified front is central 
to a dynamic formulation of the New Negro.20 Van Der Zee’s contribution to the 
New Negro movement rests with the very forms and varied circumstances through 
which his photographs—both materially and visually—circulated and informed mass 
audiences around the world.
The Power of Multiples  
In spite of the visibility of reproductions, the reception of Van Der Zee’s multiple pho-
tographs cannot be determined. With the exception of an account published in 1939 
by the British photographer Cecil Beaton, few primary documents remain concerning 
how contemporary viewers received Van Der Zee’s pho-
tographs.21 This lacuna aligns with period examples of 
well-known subjects, such as accounts of Black viewers’ 
reception of photographs of the author and orator 
Booker T. Washington. Yet the art historian Michael 
Bieze insists that the prevalence of Washington’s image 
among the Black populace demonstrates their engage-
ment and his importance: 
The best evidence of his legendary status within this group 
is found in his ever present images and letters. One finds 
many references to his image tacked to the walls of tar 
paper shacks, propped in black store windows, filling 
the papers of calendars, and plastered on walls produced 
for speaking engagements. Washington’s image for this 
audience did not depend on high art refinement but rather 
ubiquitous presence.22 
For Garvey, the circulation of images supports this 
strategy of ubiquity, which is also parallel to the way 
that Van Der Zee placed advertisements in newspapers 
in order to increase his exposure to potential clients 
(fig. 5). Visually, Van Der Zee’s reuse of props and 
backdrops gives his photographs a strongly shared con-
struction of place. However, the most effective strategy 
for his photographs being in many locations at once is 
found beyond the doors of his studio.
During the 1924 UNIA convention, the Negro 
World enabled the most significant circulation of 
Van Der Zee’s photographs of the organization. 
5 “Old Photos Copied” advertise-
ment in The Crisis, February 
1934. Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, The 
New York Public Library
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The newspaper did so through a surprising number of images, 
which is a clear departure from its more frequent text-heavy 
block layout with few illustrations. Page two of the March 25, 
1922, issue is filled with various articles and includes a photo-
graph of UNIA members at a meeting in Gary, Indiana, at the 
top, along with two advertising images at the bottom (fig. 6). 
The photograph was taken by William E. Woodward, one of 
Van Der Zee’s peers, who had once run a studio in New York. 
Similar layouts, with images by both identified and unidenti-
fied photographers, recur throughout the newspaper. Examples 
include a page from March 31, 1923, with a photograph of a 
Black Cross Nurse, and the front page of the August 23, 1924, 
issue featuring a photograph of a UNIA ship.23 Although pho-
tographs were common, the number was consistently no more 
than two or three per page. 
In other Black periodicals, such as the Amsterdam News and 
The New York Age, entire pages could be void of images. When 
one or two photographs did appear, they were often portraits. 
Multiple images on a page were usually affiliated with different 
articles, and readers would envision an event through a singular 
visual moment. For example, a front page of The New York 
Age, published at about the time of the convention, includes 
two portrait photographs, unrelated to the UNIA, on opposite 
sides below the bolded headline “Legion Head Repudiates 
Garvey,” which refers to his failing leadership among the orga-
nization’s administration (fig. 7). Both link to more mundane 
news stories. The first portrait captures the former treasurer 
of Tuskegee Institute, and the second depicts a nominee for 
assemblyman.24 A conventional portrait would not have been 
sufficient to capture the drama of the Garvey story. Instead, a 
portrait in The New York Age simply enhances a singular nar-
rative, whereas the Negro World arrangement of photographs 
animates the 1924 convention through multiple and, therefore, 
more compelling views. Within this context, the three series of 
Van Der Zee’s photographs construct an especially distinctive 
arrangement of the New Negro. 
Reading the Reproduced Photographs
Early twentieth-century viewers would have seen the first 
series of Van Der Zee photographs in five rows of three under 
the heading, “Some Striking Scenes in Convention Parade” 
(figs. 8, 9). Mostly dated and signed, they depict crowds 
on Harlem streets from different perspectives. Some evoke 
an aerial shot, as when Van Der Zee positioned his camera 
above a crowd, while others capture the Harlem landscape 
and a compact sea of people advancing down the neighbor-
hood’s wide streets. The second series, from August 16, 1924, 
is also laid out on a single page and includes Marcus Garvey 
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in a UNIA Parade (figs. 12, 1). Again, the Negro World layout includes thirteen 
photographs, many signed. This time they are arranged with a central column of 
three, framed by angled images under the heading, “Photographic Views of Great 
Convention Parade.” The layout of the photographs suggests a dynamic movement 
outward from the central image to the edges of the page. The third series is from 
Saturday, August 30, the last day of the convention. This series includes eight photo-
graphs arranged on a single page in two columns under the heading, “Drawing Room 
6 The Negro World, March 25, 
1922, 2. Reproduced from micro-
film. The Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, The 
New York Public Library
7 The New York Age, August 2, 
1924, front page. The Schomburg 
Center for Research in Black 
Culture, The New York Public 
Library
8 The Negro World, August 9, 1924, 
10. Reproduced from micro-
film. The Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, The 
New York Public Library
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Scenes at Third Royal Court Reception of Universal Negro Improvement Association 
to House of Delegates.”25 Each photograph captures an indoor event, presumably 
inside Liberty Hall and other locations of UNIA gatherings. 
The convention spoke directly to the generalized New Negro ideal and the more 
specific goals put forth by the UNIA. Garvey and his organization proposed con-
structing a nation-state in Africa, promoting exchange between business enterprises 
in all Negro communities, and consolidating the political forces of Black subjects 
throughout the world. The organization envisioned vast strategies. It aimed to address 
these three goals through a massive back-to-Africa plan, which would be financed, 
among other means, through the sale of stock to UNIA members. The organiza-
tion managed to buy three ships to transport Black travelers, facilitate transnational 
business relationships, and serve as examples of the organization’s success and achieve-
ment.26 A remarkable send-off in January of 1920 for Yarmouth, the flagship of 
Garvey’s Black Star Line, reflects the kind of public fanfare for which the conventions 
became known.27 Similarly, the annual conventions in Harlem—and the pictures of 
these events—served as important strategies for advancing the movement’s specific 
aims. Although less concrete, the New Negro and its characteristic attributes of racial 
progress, dignity, and unity seemingly buoyed the UNIA’s highly defined agenda and 
vice versa. 
9 James Van Der Zee, UNIA Float, 
1924. Gelatin silver print, 4 ½ 
× 6 ½ in. © Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee, Courtesy Howard 
Greenberg Gallery, New York
American Art | Summer 2020    15    
The three news-photo series from the August 1924 convention establish a 
particular visual representation of the New Negro as a Black populace pridefully 
inhabiting its space. Although clear views of individuals are peppered throughout 
the fifteen photographs in the August 9 edition (fig. 8), these pictures are mostly 
about something else. They chiefly capture crowds of Blacks within a cityscape. 
Aside from people, storefronts, residential buildings, and parade vehicles are evident 
(figs. 10, 11). These details of a vital community of Black people capture the look of 
the New Negro era. 
The photographs reproduced in the Negro World share certain aesthetic attributes 
that convey this sensibility. The fifty newspaper images are small and lack the 
clarity, crispness, and tonal range of Van Der Zee’s printed photographs, which 
were highly detailed, four-by-six-inch and eight-by-ten-inch gelatin silver prints 
familiar to his Harlem-based clientele.28 The viewer must reenact an engagement 
similar to that of peering into a photograph on a nineteenth-century carte de visite. 
These attributes raise provocative questions, as the material transformation of 
Van Der Zee’s photographs into newsprint is central to photography’s power and 
significance during the New Negro era. How might the reproduction and arrange-
ment of images impact the viewer’s experience? How might the characteristics 
inherent to these reproduced photographs be advantageous?
In Van Der Zee’s case, his photographs evoke a palpable energy and specific 
presence. Motion, whether choreographed or natural, is captured not of individuals 
but of groups of Black figures in action. This sense of vitality is enhanced through 
the range of perspectival views offered in the photographs that dominate the center 
of the page. For example, fifteen images are arranged in a grid on one page of the 
10 James Van Der Zee, Black 
Cross Nurses at UNIA Parade 
Honoring Marcus Garvey, 
1924. Gelatin silver print, 
5 5/8 × 9 ½ in. © Donna 
Mussenden Van Der Zee, 
Courtesy Howard Greenberg 
Gallery, New York
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August 9 issue of the Negro World (fig. 8). Each picture has the same rectangular 
shape, with a horizontal view. Each provides a window onto a crowded scene. In 
some, viewers are afforded a slightly elevated position, as if looking down and across to 
the street below. In others, Van Der Zee seems to have been standing in front with a 
clear and unobstructed view of the UNIA members holding signs. In a few examples, 
Van Der Zee offers a third perspective. In one photograph, close-ups of figures are 
captured with a clear sightline to the street. Viewers see the profile of a fellow observer, 
whose upper body takes up one-quarter of the photograph. His features are hard to 
discern. His presence is the only thing recognizable, as are the basic outlines of what 
appears to be a festive parade. Despite the variations among the perspectives, all share 
one element: the photographs strategically suggest the population of Harlem as a mighty 
mass; the urban district is a backdrop. Van Der Zee’s photographic vision is of a Harlem 
animated by the UNIA presence, leadership, and—most of all—a manifestation of 
New Negro advancement through unity.
Indeed, unity became a major goal of the convention. On the front page of the 
Negro World ’s July 12, 1924, issue, under the headline “Big Gathering of Negroes will 
be History-Making,” Garvey describes the upcoming convention while highlighting 
the parade on the streets of Harlem. He continues to address his Negro World readers 
by sharing specific details as to where the celebrations in Harlem would take place 
and when people should assemble. All this planning supported Garvey’s larger goal. 
He aimed to “let us all unite to put the program over, and make 1924 the most bril-
liant and successful year in the history of the great Universal Negro Improvement 
Association.”29
Van Der Zee’s photographs and their circulation in the 1920s were part of a visual 
discourse in which unity became an asset that needed to be witnessed. At a talk held 
at Liberty Hall, days before the convention’s start on August 1, William L. Sherrill, 
the second assistant president general, had the following to say to the capacity crowd: 
“This convention . . . is one that the world will be watching, and in the hands of this 
convention will rest the destiny of a race.”30 More so than at any previous convention or 
UNIA gathering, the stakes were high. The UNIA had to be seen as united and under-
stood as strong, and these aims were articulated both textually, through statements such 
as Sherrill’s, and visually, through Van Der Zee’s compelling content and the editor’s 
careful arrangement of photographs. 
Van Der Zee’s photographs instructed viewers to witness. The photographs illustrate 
important aspects of Black life that align with the New Negro rhetoric. As the subhead-
ings on the August 9 issue read, “Parade Biggest in History of Negroes is Witnessed 
by Two Hundred Thousand People—Populace is Carried Away with Enthusiasm at 
Success of Movement and its Wonderful Demonstration—Harlem, Home of 200,000 
Negroes, Culls out a Holiday—Marcus Garvey Cheered by Dense Throngs that Line 
Route of March.” The photographs direct viewers to what they were seeing, and the 
reasons for this perspective, beyond the display of unity, were made clear in the Negro 
World. According to the newspaper, the parade was “symbolic of an organization that 
has a purpose—the purpose of showing to the world that the Negro is capable of doing 
big things in an orderly and systematic way. No longer were the spectators a morbidly 
curious crowd who looked and scoffed but people who gazed with admiration at the 
wonderful demonstration staged by an organization which but a few short years ago was 
laughed at and jeered.”31 
The spectators’ response is emblematic of the kind of unity Garvey desired. Not only 
were his followers important in their presence but so, too, was the audience’s reaction. 
Van Der Zee’s photographs served as an important visual conduit through which the 
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UNIA’s unity could be seen. The circulation of these images through the particular 
material form of newsprint is key to understanding this visual sense of unity and its 
ability to galvanize connections. 
More specifically, the small and grainy reproduction of Van Der Zee’s photographs 
on the Negro World pages reinforces a sense of unity when considerations of skin tone 
arise. Variations in complexion have been a heated and divisive subject within the 
Black community; at the very least, it is a topic of interest for photographers. In 1923, 
W. E. B. Du Bois called for Black photographers to tap into their talent to properly 
capture the skin complexions of Blacks.32 James L. Allen, one of Van Der Zee’s Harlem 
peers, was described in a newspaper article as specializing “in studying the color of skin 
of various Negro subjects and is adept in getting the proper background to match the 
skin texture.”33 This topic of complexion, apart from photography, is also evident in 
Garvey’s writings.34 
Unlike organizations such as the NAACP, which favored reforming national 
marriage codes, Garvey and the UNIA supported the prevailing laws in order, as 
Garvey insisted, to “save the negro race from extinction through miscegenation.” 
Similar to white supremacists’ ardent advocacy against any kind of “racial” mixing, 
Garvey forcefully expressed his distaste for interracial marriage and sexual relations, 
which he believed tainted the “racial purity of both the Negro and white races.” His 
disparaging attack on the NAACP as a “Miscegenationist’s organization” illustrates a 
complex web of intra-racial factions which may have inadvertently impacted the readers 
who saw Van Der Zee’s photographs in the newspaper.35 Especially as rendered in 
vintage newsprint, the somewhat dark photographs create the impression of a relative 
uniformity of skin color, a monolithic “Blackness” among Harlemites, even though in 
actuality differences existed from one individual to the next. This is one of the invari-
able effects of reproducing photographs in newspapers at a smaller size with diminished 
picture quality. The process of reproduction reformulates the viewer’s visual experience. 
In so doing, the material form of Van Der Zee’s reproduced photographs in newspapers 
worked to Garvey’s advantage in his quest to create a unified following. In this case, 
this unification happened visually, and possibly unintentionally, through the shared 
tone of one skin complexion in print and its ubiquitous presence through the photo-
graph’s arrangement and grainy reproduction. 
On Layout
As Van Der Zee intentionally positioned his clients among props and backdrops in 
his studio, the editorial team at the Negro World mindfully positioned his photo-
graphs in the paper. Each instance creates the appearance of a moment in time with 
repercussions for the New Negro. Certainly, the layout of newspaper pages became a 
noteworthy terrain for meaning and interpretation. Describing the nuances of early 
twentieth-century discrimination, the journalist William Pickens, in his 1916 book 
The New Negro: His Political, Civil, and Mental Status and Related Essays, turns to a 
newspaper editorial about Booker T. Washington. He writes that “Washington was 
given an inch on the last page, and the Negro purse-snatcher was given the whole of 
the front page.”36 In this case, it is as though the Old Negro paradigm comes to life on 
the printed sheet through the layout and organization of text. These attributes of design 
mattered to readers during the New Negro era. 
 In many ways, the translation of Van Der Zee’s pictures into newspaper images is 
of utmost importance, because these arrangements advanced Garvey’s goals. At first 
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glance, it is easy to assume that 
the series of photographs in the 
August 9 issue of Negro World are 
meant as a narrative that unfolds 
from one image to the next, left to 
right and top down (fig. 8). But the 
fifteen views are not sequential. The 
arrangement seemingly captures 
more of an aesthetic effect of varying 
perspectives than an entire temporal 
sequence. For example, the Black 
Cross Nurses are presented in a 
number of different photographs, 
none of which is arranged one after 
the other. Instead of seeing three 
successive views, the viewer’s eyes 
proceed from the nurses, to a float, to 
a group of men in uniform. 
The vitality of the New Negro is 
conveyed through the organization 
and presentation of photographs in 
the Negro World. The composition, in 
addition to the order, becomes espe-
cially important when considering 
what Van Der Zee does in a print, 
where he includes two images, one 
atop the other, in what is most likely 
an eight-by-ten-inch photograph 
(fig. 11). These two photographs—
given Van Der Zee’s printing 
arrangement and clues found within 
the composition—are part of a 
sequential narrative. In one photo-
graph the UNIA members salute, 
and in the second Garvey salutes the 
officers. However, the arrangement 
in the Negro World does not follow this sequence (fig. 12). Instead, a third photograph, 
depicting uniformed members along a Harlem intersection, is placed between the two. 
The arrangement is visually striking and allows for alternative views to shape the beholder’s 
perspective. The middle photograph is taken from a slightly higher angle, whereas the other 
two are presented straight on. By mixing up the photographs, the arrangement creates more 
of an engaging multidirectional narrative —a story of potential moments of lively contact, 
connection, and experience—rather than a documentation of the parade’s development 
from beginning to end. 
More specifically, the nonsequenced nature of arrangement conveys the fullness and 
busyness of the streets of Harlem. It is a montage, organized and mobilized to evoke a 
sense of activity. The images perform as a group to show a highly populated neighborhood 
filled with people who are there to celebrate the UNIA, their presence, and possibilities for 
the future. Viewers see not one scene but an overwhelming composite of many—all in a 
newspaper that contemporary readers could hold in their hands, scanning an image-heavy 
11 James Van Der Zee, Marcus 
Garvey and Garvey Militia, 
Harlem, 1924. Gelatin silver print. 
Library of Congress
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page within an otherwise text-based edition. Viewers accustomed to reading articles from left 
to right would have been also likely to scan the images this way, a habit reinforced by 
the newspaper’s layout. In doing so, they would have taken in a narrative of abundance, 
excitement, and pride—aspects central to the New Negro.
The heightened sense of accountability felt by the UNIA leaders echoed the care 
through which the photographs needed to be organized. Sherrill conveyed this in an 
address to members by insisting on the importance of the convention: “The Universal 
12 The Negro World, August 16, 
1924, 10 Reproduced from micro-
film. Schomburg Center for 
Research in Black Culture, The 
New York Public Library
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Negro Improvement Association has reached a point now where it has to be very careful 
of every and each step it takes.”37 The newspaper staff executed the selection and arrange-
ment of Van Der Zee’s photographs in print with the same care and intentionality as 
numerous aspects of the convention. Although the “destiny of the race” did not depend 
upon Van Der Zee’s featured photographs, the keen sense of responsibility and commitment 
surrounding this particular convention led to a level of precision that extended to every 
detail—from the vast parades to Van Der Zee’s reproduced and circulated images. 
Ephemera as Threat
Such minutiae about the pages of print media from 1924 are far from inconsequential. 
At that moment, the pages of the Negro World represented something so powerful that 
they became threatening to government agencies around the world. The newspaper and its 
content received a lot of attention. People had sensed the Negro World ’s potential to power-
fully impact the diaspora, even years before Van Der Zee’s commissioned photographs. 
A May 9, 1919, letter from an U.S. consulate in Guiana (now Guyana), South America, 
signals concern. The nervous consul, G. E. Chamberlin, wrote the following in reference to 
Garvey’s Negro World. According to him, the inspector general of police called the consul-
ate to enquire “as to whether any action had been taken in the United States to investigate 
the nature of these publications, stating that they were becoming alarmed as to what might 
result from an unrestricted circulation in the colony of these papers on account of the 
nature of some of their articles.”38 
Urgent letters from officials around the world, including Mexico, British Honduras, and 
the United States, echoed these anxiety-ridden sentiments.39 Colonial governments, such 
as those in Togaland (Togo) and Dahomey (Benin), went a step further by enforcing more 
extreme measures. After banning the Negro World, these countries deemed it a felony for 
anyone to be seen with a copy. Others note propagandist circulars inserted into the Negro 
World. A number of sources evince that Garvey and the UNIA regularly distributed printed 
portraits of himself and other UNIA officials to supporters through events and mail order.40
The U.S. officials considered Garvey a major threat for many reasons. His speeches often 
included statements criticizing the treatment of Blacks in the country, which they deemed 
inflammatory. In addition, he often urged Black men not to participate in war, especially 
after their sacrifices in World War I. Given the frequency of Garvey’s rousing statements 
and the massive audiences to whom he spoke, government officials grew alarmed. In one 
example, the circulation of anxious letters started a chain reaction. J. Edgar Hoover, head 
of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, sent a memorandum to Special Agent Ridgely after 
receiving a letter from the governor of the Panama Canal Zone, who was worried about 
Garvey’s proposed visit. The governor, who did not want Garvey to exacerbate the near-
rebellion state of the country’s West Indian workers, included a news clipping with his letter 
as supporting evidence. In the memo, Hoover wrote that, “unfortunately, however, [Garvey] 
has not as yet violated any federal law.” Later, Hoover filed criminal charges against 
Garvey’s shipping company.41 
In 1923, Garvey was tried and convicted of mail fraud, in connection to his company’s 
selling stock for a steamship it did not own. The guilty verdict rested on a photograph in a 
Negro World circular of a ship intentionally mislabeled SS Phyllis Wheatley. 42 Nonetheless, 
as a precursor to Garvey’s conviction, Hoover’s letter insinuates the kinds of strategies the 
U.S. government pursued to end Garvey’s reign. More important, it establishes the Negro 
World as more than a mere newspaper, but a powerful platform opposed by authorities 
seeking to maintain the status quo and venerated by individuals open to radical change.
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What Color Reveals
Van Der Zee’s photographs contribute to an understanding of the role of photography 
during the New Negro era, as do the particular terms central to their circulation. 
Of course, Van Der Zee’s reproduced photographs have their limitations. Images 
in the Negro World do not capture the same level of detail available in hand-signed 
photographs, and they lack the cultural cachet. Mass-produced print media serves a 
different role than photographs individually printed and manipulated in his Harlem 
studio. For example, the contrast between Van Der Zee’s image of the Black Cross 
Nurses as printed in the newspaper and in the original photography is noteworthy 
(fig. 13). In the approximately seven-by-eight-inch albumen print, the women 
dressed in white are tightly grouped in seats along the horizon line. This is a 1921 
group portrait of the Black Cross Nurses taken on a cobblestoned street in upper 
Harlem.43 In the foreground, empty space further focuses the viewers’ attention 
on the top half of the photograph. A UNIA flag appears above the women in the 
13 Unidentified Photographer, 
UNIA Black Cross Nurses, 1921. 
Albumen print, 7 1/8 × 7 ¾ in. 
Courtesy of Swann Auction 
Galleries 
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center. The flag’s bold colors of red, black, and green stripes are hand-painted on 
the surface, making this photograph distinct and relevant for comparison. Accepted 
as the colors of the organization and Pan-Africanism during the 1920 convention, 
red represents struggle, black stands for the race, and green reflects the natural 
wealth of Africa. These identifiable colors became central to Garvey’s construction 
of group identity. The UNIA colors appeared in a number of the organization’s 
materials, including the flag, the uniforms, and the backdrop for theatrical 
productions.44
Commentary on the colorfulness of the 1924 parade and convention became 
a trend in numerous articles in the Negro World. One description offers insight. 
14 James Van Der Zee, Marcus 
Mosiah Garvey, 1924. Gelatin 
silver print, 5 × 2 15/16 in. National 
Portrait Gallery, Smithsonian 
Institution © Donna Mussenden 
Van Der Zee
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In a section titled “Graphic Description of Parade,” which precedes another called 
“A Colorful Scene,” Harlem is described as being “en fete. Festooned with flags, 
it represents a gala appearance. Every vehicle carries the emblem of Negro aspira-
tion, the Red, the Black and the Green, the colors of the Provisional Republic of 
Africa.”45 Van Der Zee’s photographs in the Negro World needed another means to 
convey a message in the black, white, and tonal grays inherent to mass-reproduced 
print media.
In comparison, the painted flag in the photograph turns the image into an object 
that can be commodified given its uniqueness. The photograph becomes something 
precious to acquire. This kind of reasoning drove sales for the organization. This 
is evident in how a reprinted photograph of Garvey was described and advertised. 
A Negro World advertisement in the April 12 issue states, “A Large Size Picture 
of Marcus Garvey for Framing and Hanging in the Home, With His Autograph 
Signature, the Only Official Picture in Circulation With Copyright” (for a possible 
example, see fig. 14). Such a photograph gains significance through its ability to 
transform into a prized object that bears the mark of Garvey. 
Reproducing Van Der Zee’s street scene photographs in newsprint functioned 
very differently. Although they neither depict colorful hues nor convey the same 
sense of distinction as a darkroom-printed photograph, they allow for certain visual 
possibilities. For one, without color, Van Der Zee’s photographs did something 
just as identifiable for the UNIA. They used the presence of the UNIA members 
en masse on the urban streets of Harlem to create a recognizable image that could 
unite and mobilize readers as easily as the tricolored emblem of the UNIA. 
In addition, by circulating through the Negro World, Van Der Zee’s photographs 
acquired their own sense of worth, one not based on their singularity or scarcity but 
on their arrangement, repetition, and abundance. If, as Sherrill proclaimed, the con-
vention “is one that the world will be watching,” Van Der Zee’s images reinforced 
the New Negro’s presence through mass-viewing and global circulation as opposed 
to the rarified viewing experience of a hand-printed, -colored, or -signed studio 
photograph. This is exactly what Van Der Zee’s photographic vision in print offered 
to Garvey and viewers throughout the diaspora as a part of America’s visual culture 
during the early twentieth century.
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